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“to compile a history, or to write any book whatsoever, is a more difficult task than men imagine. There is a need of vast judgement, and a ripe understanding.... history is in a manner a sacred thing, so far as it contains truth.”
— Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Don Quixote1
Stories of Dracula have fascinated people around the world for generations. Both the fictional vampire created by the Irish author Bram Stoker at the end of the nineteenth century and the fifteenth century Prince called Vlad the Impaler, the man regarded as the historical Dracula, have become part of universal culture. Yet few realize that the Wallachian ruler dubbed Țepeș, who became infamous throughout Europe owing to a series of German pamphlets portraying him as a bloodthirsty tyrant, subsequently transformed in literature and film into a bloodsucking vampire, is not the original Dracula. Instead, that distinction belongs to his father, a Prince known as Vlad Dracul.
The elder Vlad, who gained the sobriquet Dracul or Dracula when Sigismund of Luxemburg, the Holy Roman Emperor, initiated him into the Order of the Dragon in February 1431, was among the most important political personalities of his day. He stands alongside his father, Mircea the Old, as one of the greatest rulers of Wallachia, the principality located between the Carpathian Mountains and the Danube River in Southeastern Europe that united with neighboring Moldavia in 1859 to form modern Romania. He far surpassed his more famous namesake in those qualities that define a great ruler. The renowned Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga characterized his leadership abilities, writing that “He demonstrated energy and cleverness. He did not choose his friends except according to the needs of each moment.”2 Vlad Dracul struggled to protect the independence of his land, under the most difficult circumstances, against the threats posed by his powerful neighbors, the Ottoman Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary. In so doing, he in no small way contributed to the survival of his principality at a time when Turkish expansion in the Balkans expunged countries such as Bulgaria and Serbia from the map of Europe.
Vlad Dracul lived during tumultuous times, fraught with danger. The specter of the Black Death cast its shadow over Europe while at the same time a new chapter in the age-old struggle between East and West played itself out. The once-mighty Byzantine Empire, now in its death throes, desperately clung to life, while the Ottoman Turks advanced into Europe, posing the most serious challenge that Christendom had yet faced. But even when confronted with the Islamic threat, Christians could not unite. Religious strife, which within a century would lead to the outbreak of the Protestant Reformation, was another form of pestilence plaguing the continent, contributing to the incessant conflicts among the Christian states of Europe. George Sphrantzes, a Byzantine court official who served the last three Emperors of the Eastern Roman Empire, echoed the despair felt by many who lived during those troubled times, noting in his Memoirs: “I have written this about myself and about some of the events during the time of my unfortunate life. It was better for me if I had never been born, or if I had died as a child.”3 Under these circumstances, the survival of Wallachia, a country situated along the frontier between Christianity and Islam, demanded a shrewd and wise ruler at the helm. Vlad Dracul rose to meet the challenges of this troubled epoch and, in so doing, he became a representative figure of the early Renaissance, the type of prince later depicted by Niccolò Machiavelli in his classic treatise.
The story of the original Dracula is a tale filled with intrigue and suspense, honor and betrayal, war and peace. Vlad played an important role in the major events of his time. He fought the Turks when circumstances demanded, but he carefully avoided a potentially disastrous confrontation with the Sultan. When compelled to take up arms, he generally emerged victorious, but it was as a statesman, rather than as a military commander, that he truly excelled, winning valuable concessions from his more powerful neighbors. Time and again he demonstrated his exceptional leadership abilities. Walerand de Wavrin, a crusader from Burgundy who came to know him well, described Vlad as a ruler “renowned for his valor and wisdom,” and “one who was very loved by his people.”4 Vlad Dracul left an important legacy. Subsequent Princes would adopt his policy of balancing the influence of one powerful neighbor off against another to preserve the independence of his country. He established a dynasty that ruled Wallachia well into the sixteenth century. Three of his sons — Vlad the Impaler, Radu the Handsome, and Vlad the Monk — eventually succeeded him on the throne; his sons and grandsons ruled Wallachia for forty-nine of the sixty-two years following his death.
Although Vlad ranks among the greatest Princes to have ruled Wallachia, he has received little attention from historians. Up to now, the only serious monograph devoted to the life and times of Vlad Dracul was a long article published by the Romanian historian Ilie Minea in the journal Cercetări istorice in 1928. Even though eminent scholars such as Francisc Pall and P.P. Panaitescu have subsequently made important contributions that elucidate certain aspects of his reign, for too long Vlad Dracul has not received the attention that he rightly merits, and, as a result, he has been denied his just place in history. Several books have been devoted to the study of his famous son, Vlad the Impaler, but any search for the historical Dracula must begin with the story of his father. It is a little known tale, but one that deserves to be told.
***
This book is the product of many years of research and writing. I am indebted to everyone who helped make it possible for me to tell the story of the original Dracula, but above all to my wife Dana, without whose hard work, dedication, loyalty, and moral support it could not have been realized. I would also like to express my gratitude to the “A.D. Xenopol” Institute of History of the Romanian Academy, especially Academician Alexandru Zub and Dr. Dumitru Ivănescu, as well as Mrs. Carmen Voroneanu, librarian of the Institute, for their cooperation in the realization of this project and for facilitating access to the materials needed for my research. Finally, I would also like to thank Marcel Popa, Director of Editura Enciclopedică in Bucharest, and Dr. Sorin Pârvu of the “Al.I. Cuza” University of Iași for their unwavering support.
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The Name of the Father
“He must, indeed, have been that Voivode Dracula who won his name against the Turk...”
— Bram Stoker, Dracula5
Early in the year 1431, Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund of Luxemburg held court in the German city of Nuremberg to preside over the Imperial Diet. The Emperor faced a complex series of problems. It was a period of great turmoil throughout Europe. In the West, the Hundred Years’ War raged on between France and England; a nineteen-year-old peasant girl named Joan had breathed new life into the French army through her valor, but she had fallen captive in May of the previous year and in a few short months the English would burn the Maid of Orleans at the stake in Rouen on charges of witchcraft and heresy, giving rise to one of the great legends of this age. Conflicts among the city-states of Italy persisted and, although the Council of Constance had recently settled the Great Schism, dissension continued to plague the Catholic Church. The execution of religious reformer Jan Huss as a heretic at the opening of the Council in 1415 only served of fuel the reform movement he had inspired in Bohemia and it began to spread to neighboring lands in Central Europe; since 1419 a bloody war had waged on between his followers, called Hussites, and the armies of the Emperor. In Southeastern Europe the situation was critical. In the seventy-five years since the Ottoman Empire had established a foothold on the continent, the forces of Islam had imposed their rule over much of the Balkans. The important Greek port city of Salonika had just fallen into the Sultan’s hands and the Turks threatened the very existence of the Byzantine Empire, having repeatedly laid siege to Constantinople during the preceding decades.
As King of Hungary, Bohemia, Croatia, Dalmatia, etc., as well as Holy Roman Emperor, Sigismund governed a vast territory stretching from the borders of France in the west to the frontier with the Ottoman Empire in the southeast, making him the most powerful ruler in Christian Europe at that time. One of his principal concerns was to defend Christendom against the Turkish onslaught. As he dealt with affairs of state in the imperial city of Nuremberg, which four decades later the astonomer Johannes Müller would acclaim as “the middle point of Europe,”6 he took measures intended to strengthen his defenses along the border with the Islamic Empire. On a cold day at the beginning of February of that year, 1431, a young man named Vlad, probably then in his early thirties, the son of a former ruler of the small Principality of Wallachia located in this strategically important region where Christianity and Islam battled for supremacy, stood before the Emperor in the city’s cathedral poised to receive his parental inheritance. Sigismund wanted a reliable man on the throne of this land over which he claimed suzerainty, as “King of Cumania,” and he believed that young Vlad, who had grown up at his court, fit the bill.
All of Nuremberg, and many important personalities from throughout the Empire who had gathered in the city to attend the Imperial Diet, turned out for the occasion. Among those present were Nicholas von Redwitz, Ban of Severin and leader of the Teutonic Knights whom Sigismund had recently called upon to defend the border with the Turks, Burgrave Frederick of Zollern, an ancestor of the Hohenzollern family, which one day would provide the Kings of Romania, the country created by the union of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia in 1859, and John Hunyadi, a young Transylvanian nobleman in the service of the Emperor, who later became the principal leader of the struggle against the Turks. Along with his formal investment as Prince of Wallachia and Duke of Amlaș and Făgăraș, areas in southern Transylvania granted to Wallachian rulers by the Kings of Hungary in the fourteenth century as their vassals, the Emperor also awarded Vlad with the Order of the Dragon. Sigismund had founded this society, called the Drachenordens in German or the Societatis draconistorum in Latin, on December 13, 1408. Modelled on the Order of St. George established by the Angevin King of Hungary, Charles Robert, in 1318, he created this predominantly Hungarian crusading order as a brotherhood to propagate the Catholic faith and to defend it against all enemies, be they heretics, schismatics, or infidels, as well as to protect the King and his family against all foes, foreign and domestic. By 1431, it had become the most powerful political organization in Hungary. Its foreign membership had grown to include King Vladislav Jagiełło of Poland, King Alphonse V of Aragon and Naples, King Henry V of England, Grand Duke Vitold of Lithuania, and Serbian Despot Stephen Lazarević, among others. Now Vlad, a descendent of the ruling family of Wallachia, was poised to become the newest member of this elite society.
Arrayed in the formal costume of the Order, scarlet garments, signifying sacrifice, draped by a green mantle, representing the power of the dragon, Vlad knelt before the Emperor who placed upon his neck the gold insignia that he henceforth wore as a sign of his membership in this exclusive brotherhood. It consisted of a collar made of two separate gold chains, joined together at intervals by a double-barred cross. Attached to it was the emblem of the Society, a winged dragon coiled up in a circle with its tail wound around its neck and a cross fixed on its back stretching from neck to tail. Above was another cross, symbolizing the triumph of salvation, with a Latin inscription that read, lengthwise, “Oh, how merciful is God,” and on its width, “Piety and Justice.”7 Vlad then swore an oath of vassalage to Sigismund, whom he referred to in a document issued shortly afterward as “our rightful lord.”8 Then the Emperor presented him with a royal scepter made of silver, a sign of his authority as Prince of Wallachia, and the flag of St. Ladislas of Hungary, symbolic of the fight against the infidels. The ceremony now completed, Sigismund’s biographer Eberhard Windecke, an eyewitness to this event, recounts that Vlad was led throughout the city in a grand parade, accompanied by fifes and trumpets, to his residence in the Emperor’s palace.9
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Despite his investiture in Nuremberg in the early days of February 1431, Vlad’s path to assuming his father’s throne in Târgoviște, the capital of Principality at that time, would still be a long one. More than five years passed before he effectively became Prince of Wallachia. But unbeknownst to all present at this solemn occasion, they had participated in an event of lasting significance; when Sigismund of Luxemburg placed the insignia of the Order of the Dragon around Vlad’s neck at the cathedral in Nuremberg that day, it marked the birth of another great medieval legend. Had this otherwise minor episode in history not taken place there would be no Dracula today. Neither the historical prince, nor the fictional vampire of the same name, would be known throughout the world. What’s in a name? Our answer to the Shakespearean query must be the Dracula legend itself, which during the past century has developed into an industry in its own right.
To understand how this event gave birth to this name of enduring historical and literary importance, it is first necessary to look at the evolution of names in general, and that of Dracula in particular. During the Middle Ages, people in Europe generally used only a first name. There was no need for what we call a family name as the vast majority of the population lived in isolated communities and few during their lifetime traveled further than their neighboring villages. In addition, Wallachia was a predominantly Orthodox land where people generally baptized their children with only one name, unlike Catholic countries where they often received two names, the second being the equivalent of what we call today a middle name. During Vlad’s time a second name was occasionally added to indicate a father, a place of origin, or some other distinguishing characteristic, but usually only when necessary to distinguish between two people with the same first name. For example, a diploma issued by Vlad on August 13, 1437, lists jupan Nanul and jupan Nan Pascal, as well as jupan Stanciul, the brother of Mircea, and jupan Stanciul Honoi, among the members of the Royal Council witnessing the document. The others present are recorded only by their first names.10 In later centuries, this descriptive designation evolved into what we now call a last name or a family name. The practice began to take hold among the upper classes already in the sixteenth century, but peasants in Wallachia and elsewhere continued to use only a first name well into the nineteenth century.11 As a result, the ruling dynasty of Wallachia had no family name. It was later dubbed Basarab, after the name of the ruler considered to be the founder of the principality. But it is incorrect to refer to Vlad as Vlad Basarab. He never used this name, nor did any of his contemporaries refer to him in this manner. Only in the following centuries did certain princes adopt this name, seeking to enhance their legitimacy by making dubious ancestral claims. 
To complicate matters further, there existed no custom of numbering princes of the same name12 as practiced in many Western countries. Modern historians have added this convention to distinguish more easily between the different princes bearing the same name. Using this system, the subject of our book is Vlad II, while his son is Vlad III. Instead, the fashion in Wallachia was to add a descriptive epithet to the Prince’s name, such as ‘the Old’, ‘the Handsome,’ ‘the Monk,’ ‘the Great’, and many others, not always flattering, such as ‘the Stupid’ or ‘Empty-headed,’ ‘the Bad,’ or even ‘the Impaler.’ Because of his reception into the Order of the Dragon, and the insignia he wore bearing the image of the dragon, which, as we shall see, he also applied to his coat of arms, his great seal, and his coins, his contemporaries gave Vlad the sobriquet Dracul or Dracula, a Slavonic-Romanian name with several meanings, but in this case with the sense of ‘the Dragon.’ While the Order of the Dragon faded out of existence in the years following Sigismund’s death in December 1437, the name Dracula in its many variants remained forever attached to Vlad and his sons, especially his famous namesake.
Dracul is derived from the Greek word for dragon, drakon. The law code elaborated by the Athenian ruler Drako in the seventh century B.C. embodied it with a sense of stern justice, from which the term draconian derived, but the word for dragon is also related to drakos meaning ‘eye,’ as the mythological creature was traditionally associated with the idea of watching over or protecting something. The classical myth of the Hesperides, in which the dragon Ladon aided the three sisters charged by Hera with watching over the golden apples that she had received as a wedding gift when she married Zeus, exemplifies this, as does the story of Cadmus, who is said to have founded Thebes and introduced the alphabet to Greece after slaying the dragon that guarded the fountain of Dince. In old English literature, we can point to the tale of the dragon protecting the treasure hoard in the epic poem Beowulf. Fables of beautiful princesses locked away in castles guarded by fire-breathing dragons also originate from this concept of the dragon as protector.
The dragon was also a warrior symbol. British war chieftains bore the title Pendragon, as evinced in the Arthurian legends where King Arthur’s father is Uther Pendragon; pen being Welsh for ‘head’ or ‘chief’ and dragon with the sense of warrior. The native inhabitants of ancient Dacia, which included the territory of Wallachia, bore a war standard consisting of a dragon in the form of a wolf’s head attached to the body of a serpent as they unsuccessfully struggled to drive the invading Roman legions led by the Emperor Trajan from their land; this war standard is depicted on Trajan’s Column in Rome which commemorates his victory over the Dacians. In ancient times, the dragon was also a symbol of fecundity and prosperity. With these images in mind, it is easy to see why Sigismund chose the dragon as the emblem of his crusading order, which sought to propagate and to defend the Catholic faith.
By the fifth century A.D., with the spread of Christianity, the dragon symbol took on an additional meaning; it came to represent the devil or demonic power generally. In Judaic-Christian belief, this concept dates back to the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden recounted in the book of Genesis in the Old Testament where evil is represented by a serpent, “more cunning than any beast of the field” (3:1). The New Testament book of Revelation explicitly makes this association: “And war broke out in heaven: Michael and his angels fought with the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they did not prevail, nor was a place found for them in heaven any longer. So the great dragon was cast out, that serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was cast to the earth, and his angels were cast out with him” (12:7-9). The legend of St. George slaying the dragon, an allegory of the triumph of Christianity over evil, is another example of this. This added connotation proved of great importance in the development of the Dracula myth. It forged the link between Dracula and the forces of evil in the evolution of the modern myth.
Although the image of the dragon as warrior-protector existed side by side with that of it as a symbol of Satanic power, the first sense dominated during this period. Even in the mid-sixteenth century, when the true origin of the name Dracula was long forgotten, Anton Verancsics, Archbishop of Strigonia and Vice-Regent of Hungary, recorded that the name had come to be applied to the inhabitants of Wallachia generally. “It is believed that this name was given to them by the Turks,” Verancsics wrote, “because some of their princes [of that name] governed their country skillfully, while outside of it they behaved bravely and honorably, worthy of praise thanks to their virtues. The glory of their forefathers passed down to them and their name spread to the entire people, and the Turks began to call them draguli after their brave Prince Dragula.”13
Even if it is clear that the name Dracula originated with Vlad’s initiation into the Order of the Dragon, already in the fifteenth century it became shrouded in mystery because of the dichotomy of the images it evoked. The dual sense of the name was used by some contemporaries for political and literary effect. In 1459, the pretender Dan, who challenged Vlad the Impaler’s hold on the throne of Wallachia with the support of King Mathias Corvinus of Hungary, wrote to the leaders of the Transylvanian city of Brașov, located near the border, in response to their complaints about “the things done by Dracula, our enemy, of how he has been disloyal to our lord, the King, and has gone over to the Turks.” Then, employing a play on words, Dan quipped, “He has done this thing truly taught by the Devil [Dracula in the original].”14 Later, in 1486, the anonymous author of the Slavic manuscript The Story of the Voivode Dracula wrote, “in Wallachia there was a Christian voivode of the Greek faith called Dracula in the Wallachian language, but in ours, the Devil, so evil was he.”15 As a result, many have insisted that the name Dracula was given to Vlad the Impaler because of his diabolical cruelty; by extension, they also imagine his father as a bloody tyrant to have earned the nickname “the Devil.” After all, the fifteenth century Byzantine chronicler Dukas records that the elder Vlad “Dragulios was called thus because he evil and cunning in his way; therefore the name Dragulios is also translated as evil and cunning.”16 This idea was reinforced in later centuries when this became the principal meaning of the name. For example, when the Ottoman Porte appointed the Greek nobleman Kirita Drako as Prince of Moldavia in November 1675, he quickly changed his name to Antonie Ruset for the reason that it would be inappropriate for the people to refer to their Prince as “the Devil.” Yet, in Greek, the name still preserved the noble sense of dragon. 
But the Greek name also embodied the image of a stern ruler, and many of the German, but especially the Slavonic stories about Vlad the Impaler emphasize his draconian sense of justice. For example, one of the Slavonic tales claims: “So much did he hate evil in his country that if someone committed a crime, stole or robbed or lied or committed an injustice, none of them remained alive. Be he a great noble or a priest or a monk or an ordinary man, even if he was very wealthy, he could not escape death. And so feared was he that there was in a place of his a spring and a well; to this well and spring came many travellers from different places and many people went to drink from the well and the spring because the water was cold and fresh. At that well, in an uninhabited spot, he placed a large and splendid cup of gold. And whoever wanted to drink water, and drank from that cup, he put it back in its place, and all the while it remained there no one dared to take that cup.”17 These stories portray him as a medieval Drako, whose law code, as the orator Demades said of that of the Athenian ruler, was “written in blood.” The nineteenth century Romanian poet Mihai Eminescu, in his “Satire III,” called upon Vlad the Impaler to return and to take out his wrath on a corrupt and immoral society.18 The name Dracula, inherited from his father, certainly contributed to this image.
Given the extensive propaganda concerning Vlad the Impaler’s excessive cruelty spread throughout the continent during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by a series of German pamphlets, early best-sellers in the European publishing world, it is easy to see how later generations came to understand that he received this name due to the abhorrent crimes of which he was accused. Decades before Bram Stoker created the vampire Dracula, the Romanian historian and political figure Mihail Kogălniceanu referred to Vlad the Impaler as “the greatest monster of nature and horror of humanity.” The year before Stoker published his novel, Ioan Bogdan, author of the first monograph on Vlad the Impaler, considered him to be “the sad product of some barbaric times and of an inherited pathological nature.”19 Another contributing factor to this negative portrayal of the historical Dracula was that for a long time little was known about his father. The historian Ilie Minea published the first and only serious monograph on Vlad Dracul’s reign up to now in 1928.
But the derivation of the name Dracula from the Order of the Dragon was not limited to the case of Prince Vlad and his famous son. In the sixteenth century, the Hapsburg King of Hungary, Ferdinand I, brother of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, granted lands and renewed the title of nobility and coat of arms of a Transylvanian nobleman called Ladislas Drakulia of Semtesth.20 Although some have argued that this family were descendants of Vlad the Impaler,21 the evidence to support this assertion is unconvincing. This coincidence of name is most likely explained by positing that an ancestor of this aristocratic family also received the Order of the Dragon from Sigismund of Luxemburg and that the family name emanated from this honor. A decree issued by Prince Alexander Mircea, who ruled Wallachia from 1568 to 1577, confirming ownership of certain estates to the Monastery of Govora after they had been adjudged before the royal council mentions the Drăculești family who had disputed the monks’ claim.22 As the Order of the Dragon was a mainly Hungarian brotherhood, the boyars referred to in this document are certainly descendants of Vlad Dracul, the only known member of this elite society from Wallachia; he had granted lands that belonged to that monastery to some of his relatives and followers when the cloister was ruined during the revolt led by the boyar Albul the Great in 1438.23
As a reaction against the Devil image conjured up by the name Dracula, some have sought a completely different origin for the name. In his inaugural discourse prepared for his induction into the Romanian Academy in 1909, Augustin Bunea, a Greek-Catholic priest and scholar from Blaj in Transylvania, wrote that Vlad “is incorrectly named by writers ‘Dracul’ because he was not bad, but one of the best and hardest working Romanian princes. His name at baptism had to be ‘Dragul’ [Dear One].... From Dragul the Romanians created, according to the sense of their language, the name Draculus or Dracul.”24 A more recent study by Aurel Răduțiu refined Bunea’s theory, arguing that Dracul was a taboo word in Romanian society and that the original name must indeed have been Dragul which German sources, substituting k for g according to linguistic practice, transformed into Drakula. He asserts that the name had nothing to do with the Order of the Dragon, but was instead a shortened form of the name Dragomir.25 This hypothesis, however, cannot be sustained for several reasons. Both Slavonic and German sources from the time use the k form; there existed no set rules of orthography during this period and the alteration of k and g in different sources is explained by the synonymous variants dracon and dragon. Princes in fifteenth century Wallachia did not use an additional name, apart from that of John, uniformly adopted by all anointed rulers of the Principality, for reasons that we will discuss later on, and, as we have already pointed out, the ruling dynasty did not have an established family name. Our protagonist’s baptismal name was Vlad, not Dragomir. In addition, it must be remembered that among the upper classes in Wallachia during this time, the dominant language was Slavonic, or more accurately Middle Bulgarian. The primary meaning of the Slavonic word drakula was dragon, from the Greek drako. The alternative sense of devil or demon, with its associated taboos, became dominant only in the following centuries, especially as Romanian began to replace Slavonic as the principal language among the upper classes. Thus, there can be no doubt that the name Dracula resulted from the exceptional event of Vlad’s reception into the Order of the Dragon. As we have seen, it was common practice to characterize princes using a descriptive epithet often derived from a distinguishing trait or characteristic. Vlad’s use of the dragon symbol on his coat of arms, his great seal, and his coins reflects both the importance and the unique nature of this event and made it inevitable that this sobriquet would attach itself to him.
The negative implications of the label Dracula did not disturb everyone. The dual sense of the name intrigued Irish author Bram Stoker who came across it while doing research for his vampire novel in an account by the English traveller William Wilkerson who had visited Wallachia and Moldavia in the early nineteenth century. “Dracula in the Wallachian language means Devil,” Wilkerson wrote in 1820. “Wallachians were accustomed to give it as a surname to any person who rendered himself conspicuous by courage, cruel actions, or cunning.”26 Stoker chose it as the name for his anti-hero, based on Vlad the Impaler, who he describes, through the voice of Professor Van Helsing, as “no common man; for in that time, and for centuries after, he was spoken of as the cleverest and the most cunning, as well as the bravest of the sons of the ‘land beyond the forest.’”27 Thus, the vampire legend became forever linked to the name Dracula.
Having established the origin of the name, we must now consider the distinction between its forms, Dracul and Dracula. In the first monograph on the life of Vlad the Impaler, published in 1896, Ioan Bogdan explained the two forms of the name by simply stating, “Draculea was certainly the popular form, while Dracul was the literary form of the name.”28 Later historians and philologists differentiated between the two variants, establishing that Dracul refers to Vlad the father and Dracula/ea to his son Vlad the Impaler. The philologist Grigore Nandris explained that “The ending -a/-e in Dracula/Draculea is the Slavonic genitive suffix of the -o- stems. Its meaning is ‘the son of.’”29 But this explanation is too neat for a period when grammatical rules were by no means fixed, but in a state of constant fluctuation. Slavonic documents usually employ the word sin, meaning “son of” to express a filial relationship. Thus, in his internal documents Vlad the Impaler referred to himself as “son of the old Voivode Vlad”30 or “son of the great Voivode Vlad.”31 The genitive suffix -a/-e is not restricted to meaning “son of,” but rather it implies “of” in the general sense. This makes it more difficult to establish a distinction between the two forms. As the renowned historian Nicolae Iorga once pointed out, “Between Dracul and Draculea there is not always a difference, just as with Negrul and Negrea, Lupul and Lupea, thus we also have Dracea.”32 The elder Vlad is sometimes called Dracul and other times Dracula. The same is true of Vlad the Impaler. The name is first mentioned in a letter of the Wallachian boyar Albu to the burghers of Brașov in the 1430s where he refers to Vlad the father as Drakulia.33 Andreas de Palatio, a participant in the Varna Crusade, in a letter dated May 6, 1445, also uses Dracula, and the fifteenth century Polish chronicler Jan Długosz calls him by the same name.34 A letter of King Ladislas II of Hungary dated November 1, 1495, and sent to another of Vlad’s sons, Vlad the Monk, addresses him in its salutation as “son of the late Voivode Draculea.”35 Meanwhile, the Royal Governor of Hungary, John Hunyadi, writing to the officials of Brașov on February 6 and March 30, 1452, specifies that the younger Vlad is the son of “Voivode Drakul.”36 Dan, the pretender to Vlad the Impaler’s throne mentioned earlier, refers to his rival using Dracula in letters written in Slavonic, and Dracul in those composed in Latin,37 while Hunyadi’s son Ladislas, in an appeal to the leaders of Brașov, dated December 17, 1456, to support Dan against Vlad, calls the latter, “the disloyal Voivode Drakul.”38 From these examples we can see that contemporaries make no distinction between Dracul and Dracula; both variants are used interchangeably in the fifteenth century. Modern usage whereby the elder Vlad is called Dracul and the younger Vlad, Dracula, is merely an artificial convention to make it easier to distinguish between the two princes sharing the same name. If we accept the explanation that the -a/-ea ending represents a genitive suffix, it follows that Vlad the father was referred to as Dracula with the sense “of the Dragon,” or more specifically the Order of the Dragon, while he was also called Dracul, or simply “the Dragon,” but with exactly the same meaning. Likewise, both forms of the name were applied to the younger Vlad, but with the sole meaning of “the son of the Dragon.”
Having established the origin and meaning of the epithet, it is also interesting to mention something about his baptismal name. Vlad is a name of Slavic origin. It is derived from the Slavonic verb meaning “to rule,”39 making it a name truly fit for a prince. Variants on the name include Vladimir, Vladislav, Ladislas, and Vlaicu or Layko. It appears that Vlad Dracul was christened after his great uncle, Vladislav I, who ruled Wallachia from 1364 to 1376. The popularity of this name among Wallachia’s ruling family is attested to by the fact that during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries no less than four rulers went by the name Vlad, while two were called Vladislav, not to mention other royal offspring so christened who did not attain the throne.
What’s in a name? Dragon or Devil? Brave warrior, wise leader, cruel tyrant, or deranged monster? All of these elements combine to make up the Dracula legend. As we have demonstrated, Dracula was both the name of the father and of the son. Thus, we can affirm that the elder Vlad was the original Dracula. Therefore, any search for the origins of the Dracula legend must begin on that winter day in 1431 when a little-known pretender to the throne of a far off Principality beyond the Carpathians stood before the Holy Roman Emperor in Nuremberg, the German city that unwittingly became the birthplace of the legend, and received from him the Order of the Dragon. Here, the story of the life and times of Vlad Dracul, the original Dracula, begins.
 
Chapter II
￼[image: Rectangle 43]Dracula’s Realm
“Wallachia... appears to be named such, not after Flaccus, the Roman commander who ruled Moesia or Dacia, sent there by Trajan with thirty thousand people, brought and colonized there to work the land and to ensure provisions for the Roman army which had constant battles with the Scythians and the Sarmatians, but from the word walch, which in the German language means Italian.”
— Baranyai Decsi Czimor János, sixteenth century Hungarian writer40
Although it came to be called Wallachia, the realm over which the man dubbed Dracul ruled knew several names. The ancients called it Dacia, and fifteenth century Byzantine writers such as Laonic Chalkokondyles and Kritoboulos of Imbros continued to refer to the land north of the Danube with this designation. Since the Cuman invasions of the twelfth century it also became known as Cumania. When Hungarian monarchs imposed their suzerainty over the land south of the Carpathians in 1233, they added “King of Cumania” to their list of titles;41 Hungarian sovereigns maintained this title as late as the reign of Sigismund of Luxemburg42 who formally invested Vlad as Prince in 1431. But, already in the fourteenth century, after the Cumans had been largely assimilated, this name was no longer in common usage.
Documents issued by the Hungarian chancellery call it the Transalpine land or Transalpinia. Just as Transylvania means “the land beyond the forest,” Transalpinia means “the land across the mountains.” Both of these designations reflect the perspective of the Hungarian conquerors who expanded east from the Pannonian plain to impose their rule over these territories. The Wallachian chancellery also employed this name in Latin language documents. In letters written in Latin and addressed to the burghers of Brașov and to John Hunyadi, Vlad calls himself “Voivode of the Transalpine land” or “Transalpine Voivode”43 and in a Latin language decree he issued in 1431, allowing the Franciscan monks to proselytize in Wallachia, he refers to his country as “the Transalpine land,” and to himself as “Prince of Transalpine Wallachia.”44
In Slavic and Greek language documents issued by the Prince’s chancellery, the country is called Ungrovalachia, meaning Hungarian Wallachia. For example, in his diploma for the monasteries of Tismana and Vodita, dated August 2, 1439, he calls himself “John Vlad, Voivode and Prince, by the grace of God and by the will of God, lord and ruler of all of the land of Ungrovalachia.”45 This designation reflects a Greek or Balkan perspective. From the eleventh century, the name Valachia referred to the mountainous region of Thessaly inhabited by a population of Latin origin, heavily engaged in pastoral activities. Thus, the term Ungrovalachia was applied to the land between the Carpathians and the Danube to distinguish it from the territory in northern Greece called Valachia.46
Fifteenth and sixteenth century Moldavian chronicles employ yet another name for the neighboring Principality, calling it Muntenia or the Mountainous Land. For example, the German-Moldavian chronicle, written near the end of the reign of Stephen the Great (1457-1504), tells how the most famous of Moldavia’s rulers placed Vlad’s son, Vlad the Monk, “as Prince in Muntenia, whose son [Radu the Great] is still alive today and is Prince in Muntenia.”47 This curious appelation again reflects a view from without. Although Wallachia is mountainous along its northern border, this rugged terrain does not characterize the Principality. The origin of the name is unknown, but it likely reflects the fact that the state had its origins in its mountainous region around Câmpulung, or possibly because of the shared border between the two Principalities along the Carpathians. But this name is never found in Wallachian documents from Vlad’s time.
The Turks called the country Iflak, a name they also applied to Vlad’s father Mircea. Ottoman chroniclers refer to Vlad as “Diraku ibn Iflak,” meaning “Dracula, the son of Iflak.” The Polish chancellery called the country Basarabia, after the Prince who consolidated the independence of the land south of the Carpathians by his resounding victory over King Charles Robert of Hungary at the battle of Posada in 1330. In his treaty with Poland in 1396, recognizing the suzerainty of Vladislav I over his Principality, Vlad I calls himself “Voivode of Basarabia.”48 while Vlad’s father Mircea called himself “great Prince of the land of Basarabia” when he renewed his previous alliance with the Polish monarch in 1403.49
Papal documents from Vlad’s time designate the country between the Danube and the Carpathians as Valachie or Wallachia, meaning land of the Vlachs, a term applied to Latin-speaking peoples in the Balkans. Over time, this name also assumed the broader meaning of shepherd, the predominant occupation of this population. The appelation of Vlach is derived from the German name for the Celts, Welsh. As the Celts who settled in Gaul became Romanized, they began to use it to refer to all Latin or Latinized peoples. The Slavs borrowed this term from the Germans under the forms Vlach, Valach, and Vlas. The Poles, for example, use Wolosey to designate a Wallachian or a Romanian, and Wlachi an Italian. In 1923, Mussolini’s foreign ministry sent a diplomatic note to the Polish Government, officially requesting that they cease to refer to their country as Wlochy and henceforth call it Italy. The Magyars, in turn, borrowed the name from the Slavs, calling Italians, Olaszi, and Wallachians or Romanians, Olah; the name of the famous sixteenth century Hungarian humanist Nicholas Olahus reflects his family origin. The Greeks also borrowed this term from the Slavs;50 Vlachs are first mentioned in eleventh and twelfth century Byzantine chronicles, such as that of Anna Comnena, and the fifteenth century narratives of Byzantine writers George Sphrantzes and Michael Dukas refer to the land between the Danube and the Carpathians as Wallachia. Although Vlad calls his Principality Ungrovalachia in his official title, he still refers to his country simply as Wallachia or the Wallachian land in many of his documents.
That Dracula’s Realm became known as Wallachia is in itself a curious development. In most cases, the name of a country is derived from that of its conquerors, even if the indigenous population assimilated them over time. For example, the Bulgars, a Turkic people from the east, who came to rule over the Slavic population south of the Danube in the seventh century A.D., were Slavicized over the course of several centuries, but the land they conquered became known as Bulgaria, and its inhabitants Bulgarians. In a similar manner, the land between the Carpathians and the Danube became known as Cumania, but by the fourteenth century this name had fallen into disuse. The reason this name was replaced by one reflecting the majority indigenous population, however, can be explained. Unlike the case of Bulgaria, the Cumans never formed a unified state in the area. They mixed with the Slavic ruling class, adopting their language and culture, but remained organized in voivodates and tribes.51 This process of assimilation was well-advanced when Thocomer and Basarab united the land between the Danube and the Carpathians. As a result, the newly-formed Principality wedged between the Bulgarian Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary, both with pretensions of suzerainty over the land, came to be called after its most distinguishing characteristic, its majority Vlach population.
Located in Southeastern Europe, Dracula’s Realm encompassed an area of approximately 47,000 square miles, situated between the Carpathian Mountains and the Danube River. During Vlad’s reign, its neighbors included the Kingdom of Hungary, the Principality of Moldavia and the Ottoman Empire. The country’s natural frontiers afforded it some protection from an enemy attack. The Danube, one of Europe’s mightiest rivers, could only be safely traversed at certain points where the river narrowed and the currents slowed. The fifteenth century Ottoman writer Kivami pointed out the hazards posed by attempting to cross the Danube, claiming that “Each year it takes the lives of ten thousand Turks, without swords or knives, and without shedding blood.”52 Even where conditions were propitious, an enemy army found itself in great danger when it attempted to cross the river. It could take days for an army laden with supplies to effect a crossing, and with its forces divided it lay vulnerable to attack. For this reason control over the fortresses protecting the principal crossing points was of vital importance. The main crossing points into Wallachia during Vlad’s time along the Danube were: Calafat, across from the fortress of Vidin; Turnu, across from the powerful fortress of Nicopolis, where a cylindrical tower fort, originally built during Roman times, protected the landing on the Wallachian side; Giurgiu, across from Ruse, where Mircea the Old built a stone fortress on the island nearest the shore to defend this frequently-traversed route; across from Silistra, on the Bulgarian side of the river, a fortress once held by Vlad’s father; at Floci, near the point where the Ialomița emptied into the Danube; and at Brăila, Wallachia’s principal port and gateway to the Orient. Crossing points of lesser importance included: where the Jiu River emptied into the Danube across from Rahova; at Zimnicea; across from Svistov; and across from the fortress at Tutrakan on the Bulgarian shore.
The mountains, likewise, offered a limited number of passages into the country. From the west, Wallachia could be entered via the Cerna River Valley, via Mehadia, and then along the Danube to Severin, which during Vlad’s reign was in Hungarian hands. Murad II used this route to invade Transylvania from Wallachia in the summer of 1438. The Olt River Valley was the principal route leading from Sibiu, frequented merchants travelling to and from the Saxon city; Vlad entered the country here in the fall of 1436 to claim the throne. The main road leading into Wallachia from Brașov crossed the Carpathians at the Bran Pass, by way of Rucăr. This was the principal trade route linking Transylvania to the Wallachian port of Brăila. Less-travelled routes included the Argeș Valley, protected by the fortress of Poenari, where Basarab laid his ambush for Hungarian King Charles Robert in 1330, the Prahova Valley, Teleajen, the Buzău River valley, and the Jiu River Valley. The border with Moldavia, to the east of the Carpathians, which ran along the Milcov and Siret Rivers, presented no major geographical obstacles, thereby facilitating contacts between the neighboring Principalities.
By the end of his father’s reign, the Ottomans held small territories north of the Danube, in Wallachia proper, around the fortresses of Turnu and Giurgiu, but, in September 1445, Vlad succeeded in reconquering the latter, which he held throughout the remainder of his reign. When Vlad assumed the throne in the fall of 1436, his country extended as far east as the Danubian port city of Brăila, but in 1439 he managed to recover territory in the Danube Delta once held by his father, including the key fortress of Kilia, from Moldavia, thus regaining for Wallachia an outlet to the Black Sea. In a decree dated September 8, 1439, he first entitles himself, “Voivode John Vlad, by the grace of God and though the will of God, ruler and Prince of all the land of Ungrovalachia to the great sea...”53 This territory remained under his control until the winter of 1445-1446. 
Wallachia was a land of geographic diversity, abundant in natural resources. Michael Bocignoli, a Ragusan who visited the Principality at the beginning of the sixteenth century, provides the following description of the country: “It extends in length from west to east for twelve days’ journey, and in width, from south to north, for a journey of a little over three days. In this uninterrupted plain, the land is fertile, good for planting, except for the places where it is cut by swamps and forests.”54 Wallachia in the time of Vlad Dracul was heavily forested, making for a landscape quite different from that which we see today. Since ancient times, the thick forests, like the mountains to the north, provided a place of refuge for the indigenous populations in face of the numerous invaders who conquered or overran the country. The Romanian proverb, “The forest is the brother of the Romanian,” reflects this time-honored reality. The district of Vlașca, or the Vlach land, earned its name because it was a forest refuge where the native population withdrew to avoid subjugation. The adjacent district called Teleorman, which in Cuman means ‘the crazy forest,’ is another such area,55 its name reflecting the difficulty the conquerors faced in penetrating the region; another example is the Great Forest, in the Ilfov district, where the future capital of Bucharest developed. Numerous rivers also cross the country, flowing down from the mountains and emptying into the Danube. The most important waterways running through the interior of Wallachia were the Motru, Jiul, Olt, Vedea, Teleorman, Argeș, Dâmbovița, Ialomița, and Buzău rivers. Numerous lakes and ponds also dotted the landscape. The rivers played a key role in the development of the Principality. They sustained a thriving fishing industry and, in addition to navigation, they formed natural overland communication and transportation routes, cutting through the dense forests, in the absence of road construction.56
Wallachia was organized into administrative units called sudstvo in Vlad’s time,57 but later judete. A royal official known as a sudeț administered each of these districts or counties. Most of them represented tribes or former voivodates,58 united when Thocomer and Basarab established the Principality. Around 1581, a Genoese traveller, Franco Sivari, noted that “Wallachia is divided into sixteen large counties.”59 In Vlad’s time, there were no fewer than seventeen districts, because the Ottomans had annexed Brăila in 1544 and transformed it into a Turkish raya, but there may have existed several more as over time the trend was toward consolidation. A tradition places the organization of sudstvo in Wallachia during Vlad’s reign, in 1442, but they existed long before; we know that during the time of his father, Mircea the Old, Wallachia had well-defined districts. Most of their names are derived from geographical features, especially river valleys around which they were centered. The only sudstvo mentioned in extant documents from Vlad’s reign is Jaleș. Although we lack precise information, other sudstvo possibly in existence during his time included Vâlcea, Upper Jiul, Motru, Balta, Prahova, Ilfov, Brăila, Padureț, Gilort, Saac (also called Săcueni), Muscel, Buzău, Vlașca, Romanți, Lower Jiul, Ialomița, Teleorman, Argeș, Râmnic, Olt, and Dâmbovița.
In addition to ruling over Wallachia proper, Vlad also held the title of Hertzog or Duke of Amlaș and Făgăraș in southern Transylvania. The Hungarian Crown had granted these Duchies, with predominantly Wallachian populations, to the princes of the Transalpine land as perpetual estates. The larger of the two, Făgăraș, also known as the Olt land, became a possession of Wallachian princes during the reign of Vlad’s great-uncle, Vladislav I, who acquired the Duchy, located between the Saxon cities of Sibiu and Brașov, from King Louis the Great of Hungary. Vladislav first used the title “Duke of Făgăraș” in a decree dated November 25, 1369.”60 In a subsequent document, dated July 16, 1372, he calls the Duchy his “new estate.”61 Amlaș, located west of Sibiu, became a domain of the princes of the Transalpine land during the reign of Vlad’s uncle, Dan I, who obtained it during the civil war that plagued Hungary following the death of Louis the Great. The Duchies formed an integral part of the Principality; the same laws and customs applied there as did south of the Carpathians. Vlad effectively ruled over Amlaș and Făgăraș since his coronation at Nuremberg in February 1431; they never came under the control of his brother and rival Alexander Aldea. There are five extant diplomas issued by Vlad confirming holdings in Făgăraș to various boyars, more than for any other Prince, an indication of the important role played by the Transylvanian Duchies as a base from which to launch his bid for the Wallachian throne. 
It is difficult to determine the population of Wallachia during Vlad’s reign. In a society based on oral tradition, written records were sparse. No censuses were recorded and they did not register births and deaths or baptisms and marriages. Population estimates have ranged from as few as 266,000 to as many as 750,000.62 A journal entry by Cicco Simonetta, Chancellor to the Duke of Milan, dated May 10, 1476, helps to shed some light on this problem. Simonetta noted the visit to the Milanese court of the Italian doctor Francesco Fontana, an emissary of King Matthias Corvinus of Hungary. As part of his mission, Fontana presented a list of revenues for the Kingdom of Hungary, prepared by the Royal Chancellery in December 1475, which, fortuitously, Simonetta transcribed in his journal. Among other things, it reveals that, “From Wallachia, when the King is crowned, he receives a horse from each household; a horse from the nobles must have a value of 25 ducats, while one from ordinary people 15 ducats. And when the King takes a wife, each household gives him an oxen; and there are 40,000 households. In the time of King Ladislas, he received 60,000 oxen. Of this, he no longer takes anything, but they are all obligated to participate in the defense of the country.”63 This journal entry provides us with the oldest known statistical source for the population of Wallachia.
The decline in the number of households in the Principality, from 60,000 during the reign of Vladislav I or Ladislas Posthumous, that is to say during the time of Vlad Dracul, to 40,000 in 1475, is due both to wars with the Turks, especially Mehmed II’s campaign against Vlad the Impaler in the summer of 1462, and the loss of the two Transylvanian Duchies, which Matthias Corvinus had removed from under the control of the Princes of the Transalpine land, even though they continued to bear the title, “Duke of Amlaș and Făgăraș.” But despite this precious indication, the average size of a household in fifteenth century Wallachia is unknown, making it difficult to provide an accurate estimate of the population in Vlad’s time. We know that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the size of an average household was 4.5 persons. Fiscal policies, such as those described in the document recorded by Cicco Simonetta, which levied taxes per hearth or household, made extended families larger and more commonplace in the Middle Ages; as a result, the size of an average household in the fifteenth century may have been double, giving a total population of around 540,000 during Vlad’s reign. Other evidence supports this assessment of Wallachia’s population during the first half of the fifteenth century. As a general rule, barely one per cent of the population formed a country’s military forces.64 From the account of the Burgundian crusader Walerand de Wavrin, who visited Wallachia in 1445, we know that approximately six thousand men comprised Vlad’s entire army.65 Thus, five to six hundred thousand is a reasonable estimate of the population of Wallachia during the time of Vlad Dracul.
The vast majority of this population lived in rural communities, called selo (pl. sela) in diplomas emitted by Vlad’s chancellery. The fifteenth century Byzantine chronicler Laonic Chalkokondyles noted that “they live in villages and are inclined to a pastoral life.”66 Likewise, Archbishop John of Sultanieh, who visited Wallachia during the reign of Vlad’s father Mircea as an emissary of Tamerlane, observed that “They do not have large cities, but many villages and animals.”67 Research has identified approximately 2,100 villages in Wallachia up to the beginning of the seventeenth century,68 but, as the documentary evidence has lacunae, their actual number was probably somewhat higher; of these, 2,045 are still in existence. Most of these settlements formed along river valleys. Population density was highest west of the Olt River, the area known as Oltenia.69 The size of villages in Wallachia varied. Five to ten households formed smaller villages, while larger ones had upwards of fifty; approximately twenty households comprised an average village during this period.
A small, but important segment of the population lived in urban centers. Franco Sivari noted the existence of “twenty-one large market towns” when he visited the Principality at the end of the sixteenth century.70 Slightly fewer cities existed during Vlad’s time. Urban centers began to develop in Wallachia during the thirteenth century, when, as a consequence of the Crusades, which reopened contacts between East and West, trade with the Orient began to flourish. Unlike villages, cities were royal estates, each with its own charter granted by the prince. Most cities developed as markets along trade routes, and the revenues generated by transit taxes and duties on commercial transactions represented the most important source of monetary income for the royal treasury.71 Many market towns arose in areas bordering on the hills and the plains, as places where the different products produced in each of these economic regions could be exchanged; the variety of goods available for trade allowed them to prosper. Cities that developed in areas that lacked this economic diversity usually formed along important trade routes.72 Most towns grew up around clusters of villages and, despite their primitive fortifications, they became places of refuge as well as commerce for the surrounding rural population. Around these markets, various crafts and trades also began to develop as the urban population increased. In Wallachia, however, a significant portion of city dwellers continued to engage in agricultural production, cultivating nearby fields, and when they required highly-skilled craftsmen, the Wallachian elite frequently appealed to the Saxon cities of Transylvania.
Foreign immigrants played a key role in the development of the earliest cities in Wallachia, especially Saxons and Hungarians coming from Transylvania. Their organization and institutions reflect these influences. The word for city, oraș, is derived from the Hungarian term, varush. The Slavic term for town or market, târg, was also frequently employed to designate an urban center. Towns were organized along the model of German cities, with citizens annually electing a mayor, called a sudet, and an assembly of twelve councilmen, called pârgari from the German word for citizen, burgher, via the Hungarian polgar, who governed the city. We know that in Câmpulung these elections took place on the third day of Easter in the town square in front of the church.73 In addition to these elected officials, the prince appointed a royal official, called a pârcălab, responsible for overseeing the administration. In cities with royal courts, the prince also appointed a vornic.74 Unlike the Saxon cities of Transylvania, stone walls did not protect any of the cities in Wallachia; trenches and wooden palisades served to defend the urban centers south of the Carpathians.
Located along the route crossing the Carpathians from Brașov, via Bran and Rucăr, Câmpulung, also called Longo Campo, was Wallachia’s first capital and its oldest city. Saxon settlers coming south from Transylvania founded the city at the beginning of the thirteenth century when the Teutonic Knights took possession of the Bârsa land and began to extend their control across the mountains into what was then known as Cumania. They built a wooden fort here in 1211, which they replaced with a stone citadel in 1217. Câmpulung continued to grow even after King Andrew II of Hungary expelled the Teutonic Knights from the region in 1225. It is first attested to by the gravestone of one of the town’s officials, Count Lawrence, buried there in 1300, around the time the Principality came into being. Even though the capital moved to Argeș during the reign of Basarab I, Câmpulung remained a royal residence, and Basarab’s wife, Princess Margaret, helped to found a Catholic monastery here. The town was organized along the lines of Saxon cities in Transylvania.75 The oldest known charter for a Wallachian city is one granted to Câmpulung by Mircea the Old or his son Michael, mentioned in later diplomas.76 It enjoyed the greatest autonomy of all the cities in the Transalpine land. 
With the development of the Principality, Argeș (today Curtea de Argeș) flourished, and Basarab made it his capital, beginning construction here of a princely church and a royal court, which his son and successor, Nicholas Alexander, would complete. The new capital became a military target in 1330 when King Charles Robert led his army against Basarab in an ill-fated attempt to restore Hungarian suzerainty over the Transalpine land. By the early fifteenth century, Târgoviște began to replace Argeș as the capital. In his account of his travels through the area, Johann Schiltberger, a German squire who fell prisoner to the Turks at the battle of Nicopolis in 1396, wrote: “I was also in Wallachia, in its two capitals, which are called Argeș and Târgoviște.”77 By the time of Vlad’s reign, Argeș functioned as a secondary capital. Although he issued almost all of his exant diplomas from Târgoviște, on August 2, 1439, he issued a deed confirming the holdings and privileges of the monasteries of Tismana and Vodița from the royal court at Argeș;78 on September 8 of that year, he also issued a decree granting trade privileges to merchants from Poland and Moldavia, specifying that it was “granted at Argeș and written at Târgoviște.”79 Argeș remained the seat of the Orthodox Metropolitanate in Wallachia throughout the fifteenth century. Vlad erected a Metropolitan Church in Argeș on the site of the present-day Monastery of Argeș, built by Neagoe Basarab at the beginning of the sixteenth century; the family crest of the Draculas emblazoned on the bell tower is all that remains of this construction.
Founded by Saxon settlers in the fourteenth century, Târgoviște developed from a village to a market town to become the capital of Wallachia in the first half of the fifteenth century. Situated between a hill region and a plain along the Ialomița River, where inhabitants from these areas met to exchange goods. It is first mentioned as a customs point in Mircea the Old’s undated decree, circa 1403, granting trade privileges to merchants from Poland and Lithuania,80 and again in a similar decree for merchants from Brașov on August 6, 1413.81 Located along a major trade route linking Transylvania and the Danube, its name in Slavonic literally means market town — the city prospered and became a royal residence during the reign of Vlad’s father Mircea the Old. Owing to its Saxon origins, Târgoviște was also the most important center of Catholicism in the Principality. The city’s crest showed the Virgin Mary in prayer, probably denoting the significance of St. Mary’s Catholic Church, built there in the fourteenth century.82 In addition, the Monastery of St. Francis was the headquarters of the Friars Minor in Wallachia, whose Order enjoyed Vlad’s patronage. An Italian visitor to Wallachia during the first half of the sixteenth century, Francesco della Valle, describes Târgoviște as “a not very large city located on a plain and surrounded by thick oak trees.”83 It owed its rise to prominence to its favorable geographic location, with forests, rivers, streams, and swamps protecting it from attack. The Ragusan writer Felix Petancic (c.1445- c.1520), in a treatise describing invasion routes used by the Turks, prepared for Hungarian King Vladislav II, describes Târgoviște as “the capital of Wallachia, the principal residence of the princes, made inaccessible not by walls or girded by fortifications, but by ditches, fences, and barricades, strengthened on the outside only by sharp stakes, and it is located between swamps which surround it, along with dense forests and ponds, so that almost the entire surrounding region is impassable.”84
The royal court at Târgoviște was erected on a high terrace along the right bank of the Ialomița River, on the eastern edge of the town’s market. It first became a royal residence during the time of Mircea the Old, when Vlad’s eldest brother, Michael, made it his seat when he began to share power with his father during the final years of his reign, referring to it in a diploma for the monasteries of Cozia and Codmeana as “My Majesty’s city, Târgoviște.”85 The main structure of the court during Vlad’s time was the official residence, a one-story building, 29x35 meters, with a formal reception hall, 6x12 meters, where the royal council met and the prince received foreign dignitaries and other visitors. This building also incorporated the living quarters for the prince and his family and housed administrative offices, including the royal chancellery. A network of cellars ran beneath the main floor. Near the residence was the royal chapel, also constructed during the time of Mircea the Old. Next to the church stood the Chindie Tower, so-called because from here the authorities announced the end of daily activities in the city at the approach of sunset, a time of day called chindie. The imposing tower, which dominated the city’s skyline, dates from the mid-fifteenth century and was quite possibly raised by Vlad as part of his efforts to protect the autonomy of his Principality. This cylindrical structure, nine meters in diameter, rises up from a pyramidal base, twenty-seven meters high. It served as an important observation point from which to protect the court and to survey the surrounding area. High stone walls surrounded the entire complex.86 From here, Vlad conducted most of his affairs of state.
The Principality’s most important economic center during Vlad’s time was Brăila, the port city located along the Danube River on Wallachia’s eastern frontier. It was a key point linking trade routes between East and West. Chalkokondyles calls it “the city of the Dacians in which they do more commerce than in all the other cities of the country combined.”87 It developed from a small fishing village in the fourth century A.D., to a growing market town by the end of the twelfth or beginning of the thirteenth century.88 It is first mentioned in a Spanish geography from 1350 as Drinago. Vlad’s great-uncle, Vladislav I, granted privileges to merchants from Brașov and the Bârsa land to transport their goods along the route to Braylan “on their way to foreign lands.”89 Schiltberger recalls visiting “a city that is called Brăila, which is located on the Danube, and which is a port for boats and ships with which merchants bring goods from the land of the infidels.”90 Some indication of the scale of commerce passing through Wallachia’s principal port is found in an Ottoman report from April 15, 1520, which records that “ships from the Black Sea, coming from Trebizond, Caffa, Sinope, Samsun, Istanbul, and other regions of the Ottoman Empire, go up the Danube to Brăila... Sometimes seventy to eighty ships arrive at Brăila from the Black Sea loaded with goods. These are sold, and grains are loaded in their place and they start back.”91
The Burgundian crusader Walerand de Wavrin made this important commercial center his base when he came to Wallachia in the summer of 1445, attempting to rekindle crusading efforts in the aftermath of the Varna debacle. Brăila prospered not only from foreign trade, but also because of its flourishing fishing industry. Merchants from Transylvania came here to purchase fish, as demonstrated by Vlad’s decree from 1437 granting trade privileges to merchants from Brașov and the Bârsa land.92 Stephen the Great’s privilege for traders from Lemburg, dated July 3, 1460, shows that Polish merchants regularly crossed Moldavia to purchase fish in Brăila and Kilia.93 Vlad appears to have made frequent visits to the port city along the Danube; he is known to have had a young mistress from Brăila named Kaltsunina, with whom he had an illegitimate son christened Mircea.94
Several other cities existed in Wallachia at the beginning of Vlad’s reign. Slatina, a market town on the Olt River, is first mentioned as a customs point for merchants from Transylvania en route to Bulgaria in Vladislav I’s decree of January 20, 1368.95 Pitești, on the Argeș River, a day’s journey down river from the former capital, first appears in Mircea the Old’s initial endowment for the Monastery of Cozia on May 20, 1388. This same document also mentions Râmnicu Vâlcea,96 simply called Râmnicu, from the Slavonic word rabnic or rabna, meaning lake or pond, a city founded by Saxon and Hungarian settlers on the upper Olt River. Five kilometers southwest of Râmnicu Vâlcea was Ocnele Mari, a small market town that prospered because of the nearby salt mines from which it derived its name; it first appears in an undated decree from later in Mircea’s reign.97 Târgșor, also called Novo Foro or New Market, near present-day Ploiești, is first mentioned as a customs point in Mircea’s privilege for merchants from Brașov dated August 6, 1413.98 It was the site of Vlad’s final battle and his son Vlad the Impaler raised a church here99 to commemorate his father’s memory. Calafat first appears in a diploma issued by Dan II for the Monastery of Tismana on August 5, 1424, in which he mentions that his father, Dan I, granted customs revenues from this small market town located across the Danube from Vidin to the Monastery.100 Târgu Jiu, located on the river of the same name, existed during Mircea’s time, when its sudeț or mayor is mentioned in a royal decree,101 but the city first appears in a diploma that confirms mills built by monks from Tismana in that city to the cloister originally established by Nicodim, issued by Dan II on March 20, 1429, or April 9, 1430.102 A circular sent by this same prince to customs officials throughout Wallachia at the beginning of 1431, to inform them of the privileges he recently granted to merchants from Brașov, lists additional cities:103 Buzău, located along the river of the same name in the eastern half of the Principality; Floci, a city near the point where the Ialomița River empties into the Danube, in the vicinity of the present-day village of Piua Petrii, no longer exists, but in the fifteenth century it had an important fishing industry and was a prosperous commercial center, especially for the wool trade from which its name, Floci, derived; and Gherghița, along the Prahova River, the site of a royal retreat where the princes of Wallachia went to hunt and to fish in the nearby forests and ponds.104 All of these towns and cities existed long before we find them first mentioned in extant documents.
On September 8, 1439, Vlad issued a decree granting trade privileges to merchants from Poland and Moldavia, specifying that “they will pay a customs tax of two Hungarian florins per wagon at Râmnicu... after which they will be free to go on in peace to the Turkish land...”105 This has been mistakenly understood to refer to Râmnicu Vâlcea, but, in fact, it is the earliest mention in existing documents of the city of Râmnicu Sărat, located in eastern Wallachia along the river of the same name. It would have made no sense for traders from Poland and Moldavia, passing through Wallachia on their way to trade in Ottoman lands, to go out of their way to Râmnicu Vâlcea. The small town of Râmnicu Sărat was the gateway to Wallachia for travelers coming from Moldavia, as Paul of Aleppo, a seventeenth century visitor to the Principality who followed this route, mentions in his account of his journey.106 Moldavian Prince Stephen the Great invaded Wallachia via this route and defeated Basarab the Young in a battle near Râmnicu Sărat on July 4, 1481, after which he installed Vlad’s son, Vlad the Monk, on the throne.107 Boyars from this city also sent a harshly-worded reply to the Moldavian prince, categorically refusing his request that they recognize Vlad’s illegitimate son Mircea as prince in March 1481.108
Vlad also worked to recover cities that Wallachia had lost prior to his reign. In the summer of 1439, he seized Kilia, the strategic fortress and port city near the mouth of the Danube, also known as Lykostomo or “the mouth of the wolf,” from Stephen II of Moldavia. His father had conquered Kilia from the Genoese in 1403-1404, but it fell into Moldavian hands in 1426 when Alexander the Good occupied it during the wars between Dan II and Vlad’s brother Radu II. But Vlad again lost his outlet to the Black Sea to the neighboring Principality during the winter of 1445-1446. In the fall of 1445, he also recovered Giurgiu from the Turks; it is first mentioned in a document from 1403 in which Mircea the Old renews his alliance with King Vladislav I of Poland,109 and again in a diploma dated May 11, 1409,110 as a grad, a term used in Slavonic documents of the time with the sole meaning of fortress,111 but when Vlad’s father renewed his treaty with Vladislav I on May 17, 1411, he calls Giurgiu, “our city.”112 Its location at one of the principal crossing points along the Danube led to its development as a market town and a customs point.
Although they are only first attested to in documents subsequent to his reign, other towns also existed during Vlad’s time. The most important of these were Bucharest and Craiova, both of which became important urban centers by the end of the fifteenth century. Bucharest, located along the Dâmbovita River, now the capital city of Romania, is first mentioned as a fortress in a diploma issued by Vlad’s son, Vlad the Impaler, on September 20, 1459.113 It then became the preferred residence of his brother Radu, who succeeded him in 1462, but it did not officially become the capital of Wallachia until 1659. Tradition dates the origins of Craiova, or “the King’s
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